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of the island had to give place to more urgent matters, and the
impossibility of giving effective air support, and the excessively
high cost of naval co-operation, must have made eventual evacua-
tion necessary if the hostile offensive was persisted in. Wavell
himself has admitted that his information at the opening of the
second Cyrenaican campaign was at fault, and our summer offensive
in the Western Desert would hardly have been undertaken had
we been able to make a more accurate estimate of the strength of
our armoured forces relative to those of the enemy, though tactical
errors also contributed to our failure.
Nevertheless the operations under General Wavell in this short
year of his active command not only offered a classic example of
what Napoleon called " the art of beating large armies with small
ones," but were of invaluable service to the Allied cause. They
preserved the Middle East against hostile attack and the carotid
artery of the British Empire from severance ; they imposed a delay
on the German attack on Russia, which allowed Hitler's armies
insufficient time to win a decisive victory before winter overtook
them; they restored to its historic level the morale and reputation
of the British soldier, which had inevitably suffered some detraction
after the unhappy episode of the 1940 campaign in France;, and
they showed that valour and skill at arms could still secure victory
even in these days of mass armies and machine-made war, provided
that the odds were not too heavy or fortune too unpropitious.
VI.   germany's attack on russia and the campaigns in
persia, abyssinia and libya
On July 22, Germany perpetrated the first of the two major
blunders which were destined to cost her the loss of the war, by
launching a powerful surprise attack on Soviet Russia. Hence-
forward the main weight of her military effort was to be concen-
trated on this Eastern front, and Britain's principal preoccupation
was no longer the defence of the homeland, the vital strategic
areas of her Empire, and the nodal points of its communications,
but the preparations for an invasion designed to liberate the
occupied areas of Europe and to strike at the heart of Germany
itself. These preparations had to be on a great and extensive scale
to give them any chance of success, and however desirable it might
be to use diversionary attacks to relieve the hostile pressure on
Russia, it was essential not to jeopardise the prospects of this eventual
invasion. Unless and until the United States entered the war on the
Allied side, the British forces likely to be available for operations in
Europe would be too limited to be frittered away in secondary or
doubtful undertakings. Fortunately Germany quickly committed

